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WHAT'S FAIR DEPENDS ON WHERE YOU'RE FROM:
CULTURAL VALUES SHAPE WORKPLACE JUSTICE
DAYTON, Ohio- In the midst of the Bridgestone/Firestone tire recall, plummeting
stock and growing public outcry over a mounting death toll, Americans should not have been
surprised when the Japanese-owned company's CEO dodged public comment.
In Japan, silence connotes reflection and contemplation; in the United States, silence
sounds like stonewalling or attempting to hide information, says Dean McFarlin, a University of
Dayton professor of management who studies cross-cultural issues of fairness and justice in the
workplace.
"The organizational troubles of Firestone are compounded because of cross cultural
differences in communication and perceptions of fairness," says McFarlin. He and coauthor
Paul Sweeney contributed a chapter on "Cross Cultural Applications of Organizational
Justice," to Justice in the Workplace: From Theory to Practice, recently published by Lawrence
Erlbaum Publishers.
Fairness issues affect hiring and firing decisions, performance evaluations, conflict
management, reward systems and motivation techniques, McFarlin says, "but the nature of that
impact varies across cultures, sometimes dramatically."
Cultural values can influence how employees view justice, says McFarlin, whose research
has taken him to interview managers in Europe, Asia and South Africa.
Employees in the United States, an individualistic culture that values equity, tend to
believe that fairness is based on "you get what you deserve." Bigger raises and promotions go
to workers whose performance is better. By contrast, employees in China, a collectivist culture
that values group harmony, tend to avoid interpersonal competition. For Chinese workers,
procedures that treat everyone equally, regardless of performance, would more likely be
perceived as fair.
Performance appraisals in the United States assess individual, rather than group,
-overOFFICE OF PUBLIC RELATIONS

300 College Park Dayton, Ohio 45469-1679
(937) 229-3241 (937) 229-3063 Fax
www.udayton.edu

performance. Typically a formal process, evaluations include documentation, forms and the
expectation of employee input. Supervisor feedback is both verbal and written. But in Arab
countries, few if any documents are used, and feedback tends to be subjective and focus on
interpersonal aspects of performance. In Taiwan, employees were "more comfortable with an
autocratic evaluation and less likely to make suggestions to their managers about their
appraisals," the authors noted.
Cross-cultural differences also pose difficulties for expatriate managers attempting to
motivate and reward employees.
McFarlin and Sweeney detail one example they witnessed at a Shanghai plant run by an
American manufacturing company. To encourage initiative, the company presented leather
jackets to reward a small group of employees who came up with new ways to improve
manufacturing operations. The company hoped "that rewarding initiative would help break
down Chinese workers' passivity and tendency to defer decision making to managers."
Instead, the leather jackets sparked a near revolt, the authors wrote. "Once other
Chinese employees discovered jackets were being 'given away,' they demanded to know why
they had not received theirs .... Eventually, the American managers gave in and presented all
1,500 Chinese employees with a leather jacket."
A Japanese executive running a U.S. subsidiary provided another example of
motivational strategy that backfired when applied cross-culturally. The executive gathered
employees and made a speech, outlining bleak projections and exhorting the workers to
redouble their efforts. The executive was relying on the Japanese value of shame to motivate
workers to increase productivity. The unintended result: many of the American workers
polished their resumes and found other jobs.
To avoid such pitfalls, McFarlin and Sweeney recommend that international managers
adopt "culturally synergistic" strategies- approaches that complement rather than conflict
with the various cultures involved. The four-step process encourages managers to describe the
situation, identify cultural assumptions about justice issues, generate culturally synergistic
alternatives and select and implement a synergistic approach to justice.
Above all, the authors underscore the importance of cross-cultural preparation for
international assignments. "You need prolonged exposure to foreign cultures," McFarlin says.
"Classroom training, while helpful, is not enough."
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